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 Praise for Debra Lee Won’t Break

“Hooked me from the first page… . [Pickett] has created a protagonist with grit, resilience, and a heart so big that it beats through every page of this well crafted novel.”

—Michelle Brafman, author of Swimming with Ghosts and Draw Near to Me

“Moving, inspiring, gorgeously written … Debra Lee Won’t Break is the ride of a lifetime!”

—New York Times bestselling author Michael Levin

“An electrifying tale of grit, heart, and unshakable resolve… . Katherine Pickett is a masterful storyteller whose words don’t just tell a story—they pull you in, wrap around your heart, and linger long after the last page.”

—Suzie Housley, Midwest Book Review

“Debra Lee Won’t Break will have you rooting for its eponymous heroine from page one. Written with warmth and sensitivity and notable for its realistic portrayal of a life with multiple sclerosis, this heartening story of family and friendship suggests it just may be possible to go home again after all.”

—Hillary Adrienne Stern, author of The Garment Maker’s Daughter

“Heartwarming… . An inspiring tale of an unlikely heroine who discovers a wellspring of strength within herself, encouraging us all to push past our limits with persistence and grit.”

—Lisa Doggett, MD, author of Up the Down Escalator: Medicine, Motherhood, and Multiple Sclerosis

“It is amazing how you took the time to even listen to us in our chats. Thank you for making MS an actual disease.”

—Jenny Barbieri, blogger at A Girl with MS and a Dream

“Debra Lee Won’t Break is a touching novel about the limits we all face—in our own bodies, hearts, and minds as well as in our relationships—and how we overcome them… . [Deb’s] story sheds light on the true importance of friends, family, and perseverance. Like the bike race at its center, this book is a journey well worth taking.

—Jennifer Savran Kelly, author of Endpapers


Debra Lee Won’t Break

A NOVEL

Katherine Pickett

Hop On Publishing

Silver Spring, MD


Copyright © 2025 by Katherine Pickett

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission.

 

Hop On Publishing

11003 Lombardy Road

Silver Spring, MD 20901

www.HopOnPublishing.com

 

Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

 

NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

 

Interior design © 2017 BookDesignTemplates.com

 

Debra Lee Won’t Break / Katherine Pickett. — 1st ed.

ISBN 978-0-9914991-8-2 (paperback)

ISBN 978-0-9914991-9-9 (epub)

 

To the members of the “Stay-at-Home” Virtual MS Support Group, who helped me to understand


Content Warning

This story contains descriptions of sexual assault and death at home. Readers are encouraged to practice self-care when engaging with the material.


One

Austin, Texas

At the age of thirty-seven, Deb knew the face of misfortune better than her own. As a teenager she had danced with it, shared its bed, and carried its child, then ran away to Texas. But not even big old Texas could shield her from its reaches. A lesser person might have grown hard-hearted and rigid under the circumstances, expecting tragedy at every turn. But not Deb. Deb was determined to live life on her own terms.

Behind the wheel of her blue Honda Odyssey, she cranked up the A/C for the drive home from Central Market. An oversized sheet cake emblazoned with “Congratulations, Grad!” balanced precariously on the passenger seat, and she didn’t want the Texas heat to melt the writing. She’d attempted to secure the behemoth with the safety belt but still worried as she wound along Lamar Boulevard back to her house on Austin’s south side. Seeing the size of the cake now, she thought perhaps she had overordered. Paula had invited her entire graduating class, but surely they wouldn’t all show.

She heard the siren before she saw the ambulance whip past her, causing Deb to quickly pull over. The rush of air shook the van. She took a deep breath. It was the summer solstice, a day that always made her think of sirens—deafening noise, streaking lights, carrying tragedy with them. Until two years ago she had loved the paradox of the solstice. The longest day of the year setting off the steady march to deep winter. The stuff of Greek legends. But not anymore. She checked on the cake then reentered the flow of traffic.

Another red light and Deb braked carefully. Her phone buzzed but she chose to ignore it. Paula, most likely. The drive was taking longer than she’d expected, and after her husband’s accident, being even a few minutes late prompted angst in both her children. The light turned green and she was off again. A driver in a white pickup cut her off just as she was about to change lanes, and she swerved to avoid a collision. “Asshole!” She looked over to where Luis should have been, shaking his fist in faux rage, knowing exactly how to make her relax, and a laugh caught in her throat. But he wasn’t there. She absorbed the familiar pang of loss and turned her attention back to the road.

Deb’s heart twisted at the idea of having a party on the solstice. It was, after all, the anniversary of her husband’s death. But she trusted her beloved Luis would understand. He’d always been more practical, less superstitious than Deb. And to be fair, she’d tried to schedule it for another day—really, any other day—but she worked full-time, Paula was leaving for a postgraduation summer abroad next week, young Marco had already started summer camp, and no other weekend was available. In the end she decided it was meant to be. New memories and all that.

At last she pulled up in front of the one-story rambler where she lived, and sat a moment to collect her thoughts. Paula was off to Prague in a few days. After that, college in Chicago. Deb’s heart twisted again as she thought about it. She would miss her daughter, yes, but she was also looking forward to starting a new chapter in her life. Marco at eight years old was becoming more self-sufficient, and Deb was making mental plans for taking back her life. Maybe an art class or two? Get back in shape? She’d been a single teen mom, pregnant with Paula when she arrived from Silver Spring eighteen years ago, and that had meant putting off living her own life. College deferred. Life deferred. Until Luis came along. Deb reveled in his Mexican heritage, so different yet somehow akin to her German-Irish upbringing. Both featured big families and larger-than-life personalities, an emphasis on tradition and respect for your elders. They did college together, married, brought a son into the world. Luis was gone now, but the really deep sadness of the past two years was lifting. She would always love her husband, yet she also knew she had a life to live—she should live it.

Her cell buzzed again, moving Deb to action. She got out of the van and opened the passenger door, unbuckled the cake, then struggled to lift it out of the seat. Yes, definitely too big. The adrenaline from driving had worn her out and she would’ve liked to have her cane to lean on, but carrying the cake and the cane at the same time would’ve been impossible. She took a deep breath, hefted up the cake, and locked the car, then walked to the front door and rang the bell. Balancing the heavy cake in her hands, she wasn’t about to try her key. She hoped she wouldn’t have to wait long.

Soon enough the door opened to reveal Marco, brown haired and brown eyed—a carbon copy of his father—wearing a light blue soccer jersey, green athletic shorts, and black socks pulled up to his knees. Deb walked inside. “Sweetie, I thought I asked you to get dressed.” She carefully set the cake on the dining table. “The guests will be here soon.”

Marco was a boy with an abundance of anxious energy. While he talked he bounced in place. “The phone’s been ringing.”

“Here too? I heard my cell but thought it was Paula checking up on me.”

Paula appeared from the back bedroom dressed in a navy minidress. She was combing her long blond hair, which accentuated her naturally golden skin tone. “It wasn’t me. Did you get the cake?”

“Yes, I got it. It’s on the dining table. Go see.”

While Paula inspected the cake, Deb pulled her phone out from her purse. Three missed calls. She didn’t recognize the number but they had left a message. Maryland area code. Her mother? Thoughts of sirens returned. The landline rang then, startling her, and she hurried to answer it.

“Mom?” The receiver trembled in her hand as she spoke. “What’s wrong?”


Two

 

Silver Spring, Maryland

Not Quite Nine Months Later

The dog was hurt. From Deb’s position thirty feet away, on the sidewalk in front of Marco’s new school, she could see its back leg was injured. Flies were buzzing the wound, and the pup, whimpering, walked in nervous circles. Several young kids began to crowd around it, and the whimpering turned to snarls. Deb dropped her walking stick and Marco’s hand and rushed to the scene.

Standing between the kids and the dog, she put on her most authoritative voice. “The last bell is about to ring. Go on to class now, please.” These children didn’t know her, but a confident attitude went a long way, especially with elementary students. The dog continued to walk in circles behind her but seemed to understand Deb was in command. He began to relax.

As the other students filtered into the school building, Marco caught up. “Mom, should you be doing that?”

Deb had squatted next to the dog and was holding it by the scruff, stroking its chest to calm it. “I am taking care of this dog. I think it was hit by a car. I’m going to call the Humane Society.”

Marco shifted his backpack up and down, then turned to peer over his shoulder. Relief washed over his face. “Here comes Mrs. Cook. She’ll know what to do.”

Deb looked up. A tall, trim, red-haired woman was striding toward them. “Marco, it’s fine,” his mother said. “I know what to do. Now go on to class.”

Before Marco could answer, the redhead called out. “Hello! I heard the disturbance over here. Can I be of service?”

Deb, already feeling defensive, prepared to reject the offer. She peered up at the woman. Mrs. Cook seemed to be about Deb’s age, late thirties, but taller, more fit. More self-assured. From her squatted position in the grass, Deb suddenly felt feeble. Maybe she could use some help.

Mrs. Cook stepped closer and recognition dawned on Deb.

“Caroline?” she gasped.

“Yes?” The woman cocked her head to the side as she peered down at Deb. “Oh my gosh! Debra? Someone told me Debra Lee was back in town. Now I know it’s true. How good to see you!” Caroline beamed. “My son Jacob goes here. I volunteer with the PTA to help with arrivals. Is this one yours?” She gestured at Marco, still standing by his mother’s side.

“Yes. This is Marco.”

“Hello, Marco,” Caroline said kindly. “I’ve seen you around.”

Marco blushed but didn’t respond.

Deb gazed at her old friend. She’d worried about running into old schoolmates ever since she moved back, but she’d begun to think they’d all moved away. Never did she expect to see Caroline again. Last Deb heard she was in New York. “You look amazing, Caroline. I love the short hair.”

“Do you?” Her hand flew to the nape of her neck. “Thank you. I— Oh, that poor dog! Is that what all the kids were so excited about?”

Deb looked at the desperate animal next to her. It was shaking again. Its coarse yellow fur was rubbed off on its left hind leg and it was bleeding. The injury looked bad but not life-threatening. “There’s no collar. I was going to call the Humane Society.”

“That’s far away from here,” Caroline said. “We should take him to the animal hospital instead. I can drive.”

“I told you Mrs. Cook would know what to do.” Marco smiled knowingly at his mom.

Deb looked at her son without humor. “Marco, I told you to get to class. I will pick you up this afternoon.”

“Aw, fine.” His shoulders slumped as he shuffled toward the school building.

“I love you,” Deb called after him.

“Love you too.”

Caroline stood before Deb with her hands on her hips. “I have a blanket in my car. We can use that to wrap up the dog and load him in the car.”

Deb agreed, and Caroline trotted off. She came back a few minutes later with her SUV. Hopping out, she unfurled a fuzzy blue blanket and wrapped the dog in it. Then the two women loaded the injured pup into the back seat.

“I can take it from here,” Caroline said triumphantly. Deb felt control slipping from her grasp.

“Are you sure? I don’t have work this morning.” Deb hoped the fib would go unquestioned. Truth was she was between jobs, but why advertise that when there was an injured dog to take care of?

Caroline was sure. “I have a friend at the animal hospital nearby. It’s no trouble.”

But still Deb hesitated. Was she really going to slip back into her old role with Caroline? They hadn’t seen each other in twenty years, yet here she was, deferring to her again, after five minutes in her presence. Deb should offer to go with her. Be the one in charge.

Caroline was looking at her expectantly.

Say something.

Why not let Caroline take the dog?

Deb’s multiple sclerosis was sure to act up after all the excitement from the morning, and she needed to get back to her mother. What difference did it make?

“Okay then,” Deb relented. “Thanks.”

She watched as Caroline hopped into the driver’s seat, but instead of driving off, she leaned over while the passenger window slowly lowered. “I know it’s late notice,” she called to Deb, “but I’m having some people over for dinner tonight. Want to come? We can talk. Kids welcome.”

٠٠٠

As Caroline drove off, the injured dog in the back seat, Deb wondered why she’d accepted the invitation. What was she hoping would happen? When she left Silver Spring for Austin, no one knew she was pregnant, and she intended to keep it that way. No visits home. No ten-year reunion. She’d created a new life for herself, and she was happy. Then she got that call from her mother. Another stroke. Signs of dementia. Living alone was no longer an option. Deb knew she had to come back. Now here she was, in the thick of it. Did having dinner with Caroline mean they would rekindle their friendship? Did she even want to?

Still pondering the night ahead, Deb brushed off her hands, reclaimed her walking stick, and headed home.


Three

Marco was jumping up and down on Caroline’s enormous stone porch, while Deb wondered what she’d gotten herself into. She’d realized on the drive over, this wasn’t just dinner with Caroline. It was a dinner party, and she hadn’t thought to ask who else was invited.

“Can I ring the bell?” Marco asked when Deb mounted the last step. Fifteen stone steps. She was exhausted.

“Sure. Why don’t you.”

Marco tapped the doorbell, and a camera flashed. A moment later the door opened.

“Hello, hello! You must be Debra Lee.” A handsome thirtysomething man in a yellow pullover and dark jeans held the door open. His blond hair was thick and wavy, and his blue eyes sparkled.

“Yep, and this is Marco.” Deb smiled broadly as she put her arm around her son.

“Welcome. I’m Robbie, Caroline’s husband. Come in, come in.”

She should’ve known Caroline’s husband would be fit and preppy. Just like Caroline.

Robbie opened the door wide, and Deb and Marco passed through. The house, Deb immediately could see, was exceptional. Expansive adobe-tile floors stretched back to the kitchen, with spacious rooms opening on either side. One appeared to be the formal living room, with overstuffed sofas and soft beige carpet, while the other must have been a den or an office. She could also see a formal dining room off the kitchen. What looked to be original artwork decorated every wall, and a delicate vase was stationed on a pedestal in the hallway. She did her best not to gape. Marco openly marveled.

“Go on through to the kitchen. The sliding doors will take you to the patio,” Robbie said, following behind them. “I’ll be right there. I’m gonna hit the head.”

“Will do.” Deb smiled again, trying not to appear as overwhelmed as she felt. This place was amazing. She and Caroline had grown up on the same block, and their houses did not look like this.

Marco led the way to the back door. Sometimes Deb really appreciated her son’s outgoing personality. She’d been outgoing too, when she was young, married, and healthy. All of the baggage she now carried could get in the way of making friends.

Deb reached the sliding doors and stopped. This was it. Caroline and who knew who else were waiting on the other side. She closed her eyes and took another deep breath.

“You all right, Mom? Maybe you should’ve brought your cane.”

“Yes, honey. I’m fine. You know it just takes me a minute sometimes.”

You got this, she said to herself and stepped out onto the patio.

“Debra Lee, you made it! Come, have a seat.”

Caroline was standing at the head of a glass-and-wrought-iron table, looking taller and more self-assured than ever. She wore a vibrant orange-and-yellow sundress with a brown wrap that complimented her fair skin and copper hair. Oversized brown sunglasses rested on top of her head. The early March sun had begun to set, and strings of lights created a warm glow around the table. Beyond the patio was a large yard dominated by a garden of wildflowers. There must have been a fence somewhere, but it was obscured by ornamental grasses and abundant trees. Deb, her son by her side, felt as though they had stepped into a wonderland of vegetation and beauty.

Already seated and deep in conversation were another couple and two young boys. Deb searched the faces but was sure she didn’t know any of these people in her past life. She relaxed just a bit.

“Caroline, thank you for inviting us. Your home is amazing.” Deb turned, arms spread, to indicate the whole scene.

“Thank you! Here. Sit here.” Caroline gestured to an open chair to her right and sat down at the head of the extra-long table. “And Marco,” she said, looking him in the eye, “you can have a seat next to Jacob and PJ.” She nodded toward the far end.

Marco looked at his mom, knitting his eyebrows. “Will you be all right?”

“Yes, sweetie, I’ll be fine. Go on and have a seat.”

Bodies and chairs mingled as those already at the table made room for the new arrivals. Deb watched as Marco immediately settled into conversation with the other boys. The older one, who looked conspicuously like Caroline with the same copper hair and blue eyes, had a deck of Uno cards, and all three huddled around to play. Deb wished the adults had a game of their own to play—anything to ease the conversation.

She looked back at her old friend to discover Caroline staring at her, a smile plastered to her face. “Let me introduce you,” she said. Starting with the side across from Deb, she announced, “Here we have Philippe, Rosa, and their son, PJ.” PJ, in the seat next to Marco, was dwarfed by the older boys, and looked to be around six years old. “You know Marco.” Marco looked up at the sound of his name but immediately went back to his cards. “Then we have Jacob, my son—can you believe he’s ten?—and next to you is Robbie. Welcome back, Robbie.” Caroline smiled at her husband, and he blew her a kiss.

It was a small group of friendly faces, and Deb was glad to see her son wasn’t the only one there with brown skin. She raised her eyebrows and opened her mouth, but before she could speak, someone’s cell phone buzzed. Robbie announced, “Salmon’s ready. Be right back.”

“I’ll help you,” Caroline said, standing. She put a hand on Deb’s shoulder. “You’ll be all right, won’t you?”

“Of course,” Deb said. “Go on.”

Deb turned back to the table to realize she was essentially alone with Philippe and Rosa, as the three boys were engaged in their own activity at the other end. Two empty plates sat between them—had someone canceled?

“So, Deb, what brought you back to town?” Rosa asked, a slight Spanish lilt accenting her words. “Caroline mentioned you grew up here.”

“Yeah, I did. Lived here till I was eighteen. I moved to Austin for college and loved it so much I stayed. But I’m back now. My mom needs care, so we moved home.”

“How long have you been back?” Philippe asked.

“A few months now. It took time to wrap things up—”

“Heads up, coming through!” Robbie called, reappearing on the patio with a tray of food. “Hope everyone’s hungry.”

Conversation paused while Caroline, coming up behind him, set down platters of baked salmon, steamed asparagus, and roasted red potatoes, and the guests began to serve themselves.

“Robbie, this looks and smells delicious,” Philippe said as he took a filet of fish. The others murmured their agreement.

Deb helped herself to some of everything and made sure Marco did the same. This was made somewhat awkward by the overly long table, but eventually he did as she asked. She assessed her plate. Nothing too challenging here. Any worries of spilling food or choking were quickly fading. But what to talk about? Not her past. She looked across at Philippe. He was tall and athletic-looking with dark brown skin and kind eyes. “So, Philippe, how do you know Caroline?” she ventured.

Philippe smiled, chewed, and swallowed. “Rosa and I live across the street. Moved in when PJ was two. He thinks the world of Jacob.” He spoke with a strong, clear tone that seemed to welcome all listeners. The faint musical quality to his voice was pleasing.

Caroline chimed in. “It’s true. They play together whenever they can. Video games, soccer, hide-and-seek, you name it.” She took a dainty bite of salmon.

“That’s wonderful,” Deb said. “Marco loves soccer. He must have twenty team jerseys. His uncle sends him a new one every few months. It’s all he’ll wear.”

“True? Marco,” Philippe called from the other end of the table, “can I see your jersey?”

“What?” Marco was perplexed.

“What is the design on your shirt?” Philippe asked, pointing to his chest.

Marco looked down at his own chest and then back at Philippe. “It’s the logo for the Mexican fútbol team.” He stood up so Philippe could get a better look.

“Oh, are you a soccer fan too? In Haiti it’s what all the kids played. It’s still my favorite sport.”

“You’re from Haiti? Do you know Jean-Jacques Pierre?” Marco sounded awed.

Philippe laughed. “You mean the footballer? Well, I know who he is, but we never met, I’m afraid. I did meet Manno Sanon once. He was in the stands after a game. I got his autograph.”

“Wow. You did?” Marco said, eyes wide. “I don’t know who that is.” The adults at the table all chuckled, and Marco, looking slightly baffled, went back to talking to his new friends.

Deb tucked into her meal, and the conversation quieted down. “Are you expecting another couple?” she asked, motioning to the empty places.

Caroline looked up. “I guess I could’ve removed those. Our friends Meg and Jason were supposed to come, but they canceled last minute.” Caroline shook her head, and Deb wondered what wasn’t being said.

“How’s Meg these days?” Rosa asked. “Is she still working with the support dogs?”

“Yes!” Caroline waved her hand dramatically. “Have you seen the latest video she posted? It’s hysterical!” She laughed loudly. Seeing the questioning look on Deb’s face, Caroline explained. “Our friend Meg makes videos with support dogs doing tricks. She’s a magician with these animals. You should see it—it’s aaa-mazing.”

Rosa nodded emphatically. “Those support dogs are something else. My cousin has one. She has multiple sclerosis and the dog has really helped.”

“Your cousin has MS?” Deb couldn’t hide the surprise in her voice.

“Yes, she does, sadly. But she manages well. Why? Do you know someone with it too?”

Deb considered her response. She hadn’t told Caroline about her diagnosis and hadn’t planned on discussing it tonight. Not that she was hiding it, exactly. Much like being unemployed, being diagnosed with a chronic debilitating illness wasn’t the kind of thing you broadcast on social media. Well, some people did, but not Deb.

“I have MS.” She smiled. She sensed Rosa’s surprise. She was also aware of Caroline’s eyes on her, and she avoided looking at her now. “It took a lot to get me here tonight. But mine isn’t as bad as a lot of people’s. I can still do most things. I’ve been very fortunate.” Deb’s cheeks burned as she spoke. She didn’t know why she often felt like she had to apologize for not being more sickly. She expected to see horror on the other guests’ faces, but they seemed to have taken the news in stride.

“Wow. When were you diagnosed?” Rosa asked. “I mean, if you don’t mind my asking.”

“I was going to ask the same thing,” Caroline said, her head cocked to one side.

Deb was now in territory she’d hoped to avoid. But Rosa’s open personality made her respond in kind. “Seven years ago. It started well before that, with numbness in my toes and a lot of fatigue. I also developed some spasticity in my calves, kinda like charley horses that don’t go away, although that has mostly subsided with medication. It took some time to figure out what was going on, but now that we have a name for it, I know how to manage it.”

Robbie leaned back in his chair. “All I know about MS is that there’s a bike ride to raise money for it. It was called the MS-150 when my friend did it in Philly. Here I think they call it the Chesapeake Challenge.”

“I’ve done that ride,” Philippe said. “I raised money for Rosa’s cousin three or four years ago now. I’m planning to do it again this summer.”

“What’s that again?” Caroline leaned in.

“One hundred and fifty miles of biking over two days to support multiple sclerosis research,” Philippe said.

Robbie whistled. “That’s a lot of biking.”

Caroline looked at Deb. “You used to bike. Is that—?”

Deb met Caroline’s eyes. An arrow of panic shot through her. She gave a quick shake of the head, hoping Caroline would drop it. Deb had been an avid cyclist once, but that was in the past.

Robbie said, “Didn’t the girl on Facts of Life have MS?” Everyone looked at him curiously.

“No, that was muscular dystrophy,” Caroline corrected, her mouth tight. Deb read embarrassment on her face.

“Oh, right. Like Jerry’s Kids,” Robbie said, nodding with understanding. Caroline rolled her eyes and Deb suppressed a smile.

The conversation stalled, until Robbie broke the silence. “Well, you’re very brave,” he said to Deb. It was the kind of sentimentality Deb hated, and she quickly changed the subject.

“Thanks. These days I’m more focused on my mom. She had a couple of strokes and now I’m the one taking care of her. It’s a difficult role reversal.” Deb thought again about the phone call that changed her world. So much for doing something for herself. She took a bite of food and looked down the table at Marco. He had just finished his meal and was waving at her. She nodded to let him know she was listening even though her mouth was full, but apparently he didn’t understand, because he kept waving. She nearly choked from laughing. She swallowed and had some water. “What is it, Marco?”

“Can I go inside with Jacob and PJ and play video games?” His bright eyes shone. “Please?”

“That’s fine with me if the other parents don’t object.”

The others gave their permission, and the three boys got up from the table. As they ran inside, Jacob gave PJ a hard shove and sprinted ahead. Deb couldn’t tell what PJ thought of that. Brotherly play or bullying? The other parents didn’t seem to notice.

The sun was down by then, and Deb watched as a cool breeze blew through the tall grass, revealing a small sign in the garden. She could just make it out: “Certified Wildlife Habitat.” Could you really pay someone to create a wildlife habitat in your own backyard? Oh, the things money could buy.

Caroline refilled her wineglass. “So, Rosa, how’s PJ? Did you get everything worked out with his teacher?”

“No, not yet. It’s such a headache.” Rosa looked at Deb. “We are working with PJ’s teachers to get more language assistance, but it has been really hard. He’s a sweet boy, but he is young. He needs guidance and extra time with his studies. I thought a kindergarten teacher would understand that, but this one … I’m not sure she does.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. Marco and I are still new to the school, but so far we have only had good interactions.”

Deb’s sole complaint was that Marco had been slow to make friends. Entering school midyear had put him at a disadvantage, and the usually gregarious nine-year-old had yet to connect with many of his classmates.

“You’re lucky. Marco, he’s bilingual?”

“Yes, well, he was.” Deb explained that since Marco’s dad died a few years ago, Marco had lost most of his fluency with Spanish. Now he only spoke the language with his uncle. “PJ speaks French?”

Rosa nodded. “Yes, French, Spanish, and English. He amazes me so much. But he is behind in his English reading, and his teacher, she does not like that.”

Deb was sympathetic. “It will come. Give him time.”

“Thank you! See, Philippe. Deb agrees with me.” She tapped her husband lightly on his chest as she spoke. “As long as there is forward progress, I’m okay.”

Caroline had been listening intently while Rosa and Deb got to know each other, and she leaned forward now. “I have an idea. You could get Marco and PJ together to practice their language skills. They could be study buddies.”

Robbie laughed, but Caroline scowled. “What? It might work.”

Deb looked at Rosa to gauge her reaction. Rosa looked back with the same cautious expression. “If nothing else, it will give Marco another friend at school,” Deb ventured. She very much wanted to be Rosa’s friend too. “He might like reading to PJ for practice. We used to read together every night. Now he mostly reads to himself.”

Rosa smiled. “That would be great. I’ll try anything to get this teacher off my back.”  

The conversation turned to other topics then, and Deb marveled at how open Caroline’s friends were. She wondered at her earlier fears of discomfort. Maybe this was a lesson for her: She needed to take more risks. Sometimes they paid off.

Robbie stood up then. “Is everyone ready for dessert? It’s a special occasion, after all.”

“It is?” Deb looked at Caroline. “It’s not your birthday.”

Caroline put her hand on Deb’s arm. “It’s not a big deal. I’m going to have an opening at an art gallery downtown, that’s all.”

“Not a big deal? This is huge! Are these your photos?” Caroline had been a photographer for the school newspaper in high school. Deb could only guess she had continued her pursuit.

“Yes. A retrospective of sorts.”

Deb was happy for Caroline. Her own show. At the same time, she felt anxious to leave. Her intuition told her Caroline was about to invite her to the art show, and that felt like more of a commitment than she was ready to make.

“Papi! Papi!”

PJ came rushing out of the house, tears streaming. He ran to Philippe’s side, saying something in French, and Philippe and Rosa did their best to soothe him. Deb recalled the hard shove and wondered what more had transpired. While the others were occupied with PJ, she took the opportunity to escape. “Well, I think Marco and I better hurry on home,” she said to Caroline.

“Oh, no. So soon?” Caroline said. “What about dessert?”

“I wish we could, but it’s a school night, and Mom’s expecting me.” She also had a call with Paula but was careful not to mention it. “Thank you, Caroline and Robbie, for hosting. Everything was just perfect.” Deb stood up to leave.

“Thank you for coming.” Caroline stood and gave Deb a hug. “Let me walk you out.”

“Not necessary. I’ll just round up Marco and be on my way. I insist you stay here and enjoy these delightful people.” Deb made a dramatic bow.

Caroline laughed. “Okay, if you insist.” She hugged Deb again. “Really, Debra Lee is back! It’s so good to see you. Text me, okay?”

“I will,” she said, though she wasn’t sure she would. “It was wonderful meeting you,” she said to Rosa and Philippe.

Philippe, one arm around PJ, saluted. Rosa leaned forward, her brown eyes full of sincerity. “Listen, I know people in the MS community here. If you need anything, please, you can call me anytime. I could put you in touch with my cousin.”

Deb thanked her for her kindness. Then Rosa cocked her head to the side, a thoughtful look on her face. “Did you say you used to bike too?”

“Yes. I still do, though it’s been a few years. Why?”

“You should think about doing the Chesapeake Challenge. Before you can’t, I mean. If you don’t mind my saying.”

“Rosa. No.” Philippe shook his head at her.

“What? Deb knows what I’m talking about.” She turned back to Deb, an earnest look on her face. “My cousin says she wishes she’d done it before things got bad. She offered to help Philippe with fundraising, but I think she really wishes she could be on the route.”

“I can understand that feeling, but two days on a bike? I don’t know.”

“Think about it. That’s all I’m saying.”

With that, Deb walked into the house to find Marco, her emotions a swirl of relief and regret to be leaving so soon.


Four

“Well, that was fun,” Caroline said as she began to load plates into the dishwasher, and Robbie agreed. The guests had all gone home, and she and Robbie were cleaning up after the dinner party. Jacob was in his room, getting changed for bed.

“What did you think of Debra? Do you think she had a good time?”

“She seemed fine. A little quiet. Not what I was expecting after how you described her.”

Caroline paused, dirty silverware held in midair. “Yeah. I don’t remember her being so secretive.” Her mind flashed to the scared look on Deb’s face when they were talking about the bike ride. What was it about the Chesapeake Challenge that seemed so familiar? After all these years it was a blur. “She left in a hurry too.”

Robbie looked at Caroline askance. “Didn’t she say she has to take care of her mom?”

Caroline was used to Robbie dismissing her intuition. It bothered her, but she didn’t want to ruin the good feeling from the party. “Maybe you’re right, but I still plan on finding out.”

“Did you know she had MS?” Robbie asked.

“No, I didn’t. See what I mean? Secretive.”

“Or private,” Robbie offered.

Dismissing me again. “Are you working tonight?”

“Not sure. I have to see what came in since I was last on. I’ll do that now.”

Jacob walked into the kitchen as his dad was walking out. Robbie gave him a friendly tap on the shoulder with his fist, and Jacob giggled. He tried to tap Robbie back but missed, and Robbie disappeared around the corner. Jacob asked Caroline, “What were you talking about?”

“None of your beeswax,” she said. She smiled at Jacob, who frowned back. “Do you need something to eat?”

“No, I had enough at dinner.”

“All right. Well, get your homework in your book bag and then brush your teeth. Dad’ll be up soon to say good night.”

“Fine.” His tone was grumpy, not uncommon when talking to Caroline these days.

Caroline hugged her son, his arms loosely wrapped around her. She remembered when she used to be the favorite parent, the one Jacob requested to tuck him in every night. It had felt like a burden then, but now she missed it. She worried about their relationship as he grew older and they seemed to have less and less in common. He was ten years old, on the cusp of being a teenager. If they didn’t have a strong bond now, how would they weather the turmoil of the teen years? They still had their good days; she noticed they did better when she was able to walk him to school instead of driving. But much of their communication seemed to be her telling him what to do and him not doing it. Whereas they used to create art projects together and go for hikes in the woods, completing homework at the kitchen table and reading together before bed, now he often chose to play video games by himself or spend time at PJ’s house instead. Sometimes it felt inevitable that she would lose him.

She kissed the top of his head and released him. As he ran off she called after him, “Get that homework in your bag!”

٠٠٠

Deb and Marco walked through the garage and into the kitchen still thinking about the night’s events. The yellow light over the stove cast a warm glow. Compared to Caroline’s place, Betty Lee’s three-bedroom bungalow wasn’t much, but it was comfortable and clean, and it was where Deb felt most safe.

“Mom, are you up?” Deb called.

She sent Marco to his bedroom to get his pajamas on, then found her mom sitting in her recliner in the living room. A midsize room with outdated carpet and sixties-style furniture, it was the main area for socializing but not for eating. The square dining table, butted up against the shared kitchen wall, had been taken over by a half-completed jigsaw puzzle, a present for Deb after Paula’s trip to Prague. She glanced at it with regret as she walked into the room. One more hobby she never seemed to have time for.

Betty shut off the television and greeted her daughter. Deb noted the crumpled-up chocolate wrappers sitting on the TV tray next to her mom’s chair but didn’t comment.

“Debbie, how’d it go? You forgot your cane.”

Deb stifled her annoyance. She used a walking stick or a cane to help with her fatigue. She liked the walking stick best when she’d be outside, because it didn’t automatically mark her as ill. The cane was smaller and better suited for indoor use. But when she could get away with it, she preferred not to carry either.

“Hi, Mom. I know, I left it here on purpose. I didn’t want to make a scene.” While she talked, she picked up a small trash can, brushed the wrappers from the tray into the can, and set the can back in place.

“Oh, you mustn’t think of it that way. What if you’d fallen? What kind of scene would that’ve been?”

Deb stepped back and considered Betty. Her first reaction was irritation, but she reminded herself to be more patient. “You’re right, Mom. But it worked out all right. Thank you for your concern.”

“Who did you have dinner with, again?” Betty asked.

“Do you remember Caroline Simmonds? Her family lived down the street when we were in high school. She’s Caroline Cook now. Lives in a mansion. Must’ve been six bedrooms, a huge backyard. Hard to believe we’re in the same school district.”

“Well, good for her, doing well for herself.” Betty patted Deb’s hand.

Deb felt admonished by her mother’s generous spirit when she herself thought Caroline’s house bordered on ostentatious. Who would pay to turn their backyard into a certified wildlife habitat? Deb sat on the couch and kicked off her shoes. Marco came out of his room dressed in his pajamas, and Deb sent him to the kitchen for a snack. “Did Nurse Lydia come by?” she asked Betty.

“Yes, she did. Gave me my insulin and meds. Laurie called while she was here, so I answered.” Deb furrowed her brow at her sister’s name, and Betty quickly added, “I know you don’t like me answering the phone when you’re out, but I figured you’d want me to pick up for my daughter.”

How to respond to that? Be diplomatic. Her mother was clearly confused. It happened sometimes, especially at night. Laurie hadn’t called anyone in twenty-five years. “Do you mean Paula? My daughter?”

“Yes, of course. Isn’t that what I said?”

“No, but that’s okay.” Confronting Betty with the mistake would only embarrass her. “What did Paula say? We weren’t supposed to talk until nine thirty.”

“She can’t talk tonight. She has plans. A study group or something. Said she’d call another day.”

Deb checked her phone. No texts. The time showed 8:45. “Marco, let’s go. Time to brush your teeth.”

“But we forgot to play the game,” Marco said, walking out of the kitchen and into the living room. His shoulders slumped theatrically.

“And which game is that?” Deb asked, smiling at his antics.

“The rose-bud-thorn game.” Marco shook his head at his mother’s forgetfulness. Never mind that they had played it only a handful of times. Betty, who practiced mindfulness as part of her stroke recovery, had taught Marco and Deb how to play. Marco had taken to it right away, and Deb found it a useful way of keeping up with what Marco found important. Deb was ready to skip it, given the time, but as often happened, she was too slow.

“You’re right, Marco. Should we play it now?” Betty asked.

“Yes!”

Deb reached out her arm to her son. “Come sit with me and we’ll play real quick. Mom, do you want to go first?”

“Sure, I can go first. Let me think a minute.” She touched her finger to her lips, and Deb noticed how dry they were. She made a mental note to add lip balm to her shopping list.

Betty cleared her throat. “Okay, I’m ready. Rose: I held my Warrior II pose for thirty seconds during yoga class this afternoon before falling over. That’s a first. Thorn: I missed the answer to Final Jeopardy.”

“Aw,” Deb and Marco said.

“Thanks. It was about backgammon. I was never going to get it.” She shrugged. “Now for the bud. Hmm.” She paused. “I know! I look forward to another chance tomorrow.” Her tone was triumphant.

“Very good, Mom.” Deb smiled good-naturedly as she realized Betty’s habit of speaking in platitudes applied even to her self-talk.

“My turn,” Marco said. “Thorn: I ate lunch by myself today.”

“Tomorrow will be better,” Betty said.

Deb’s heart ached but she said nothing.

“Rose: I finished my bear this afternoon.”

Deb’s eyebrows shot up. “You did? Can we see it?”

Marco’s uncle had sent him a whittling kit shortly after they landed in Silver Spring. Like most gifts from Julian, it was something Deb never would have bought, but Marco enjoyed it. He’d been working on it off and on ever since it arrived. He ran to his room now to get the finished piece.

Deb held the small carved bear in her palm. The wood was soft and lightweight and felt pleasant in her hand. “This is so good, sweetie. I love it!”

She passed the bear to her mother. Betty complimented Marco on his perseverance. “It turned out beautifully. Well done.”

Marco accepted their praise with a thank-you, then returned to the last part of the game, the bud. “Let’s see … Oh! Pizza night on Saturday.” Marco beamed and pumped his fist.

“Who said we’re having pizza on Saturday?” Deb furrowed her brow at her son, but her tone was playful.

“I don’t know. Can we? I don’t have anything else to look forward to.” Marco’s brown eyes were hopeful.

Deb squeezed his side, evoking a giggle. “I’ll think about it.”

“Your turn, Mom.”

“Your turn, Debbie.”

“Okay, let’s see. I’ll start with the rose. Meeting Caroline’s friends, Rosa and Philippe, tonight. They were so nice! I would love to get to know them better. Thorn: Still no reply from the last batch of job applications I sent out.” She shook her head in frustration. It had been more than three months. She’d never had so much trouble finding a job. “And bud.” Deb paused, then smiled devilishly. “Pizza on Saturday night!”

Betty laughed and Marco whooped. “You’re the best, Mom.”

“Thanks, sweetie. I think you’re the best too.” She looked at the time again and spoke to Betty. “It’s nine o’clock, Ma. Can I help you to bed?”

“Help Marco first. He needs you. I can wait.”

“As you wish.” Deb took a deep breath, hefted herself up to standing, and headed toward the bedrooms, with Marco several steps ahead.

٠٠٠

Lying in the dark that night, Marco and Betty tucked safely in bed, Deb listened to the sounds around her. Three months since the big move and she still found it hard to believe she was sleeping in the room she grew up in. The room was the same, but was she? Thoughts of Luis drifted through her mind, followed by images of Paula as a laughing newborn, a shy kindergartner, and Marco too. And always the sirens. No, she was not the same. She was like a cat, on her fourth or fifth life.

And Caroline! She had entered Deb’s world in high school, just a few months after Deb lost her sister, Laurie—the first cut. Deb had turned inward after that, but Caroline’s way of loving herself and taking chances reminded Deb that life was about more than just survival. When they met sophomore year, Deb was in the process of watching all of the VHS tapes Laurie had acquired. Her sister loved offbeat superheroes and had the movie collection to prove it. The Crow. Tank Girl. Batman and Robin. Plus old superhero flicks. Superman I through IV. Tron. Howard the Duck. One day after school, Deb invited Caroline to watch The Return of Swamp Thing and Caroline said yes. It turned out Caroline was also a lover of B movies. And although Caroline’s life often looked perfect, she’d had her own tough times and knew how to let Deb grieve. In that way, she had saved Deb.

Yet Deb wondered, did she really want to rekindle their friendship? Tonight had gone better than she’d expected, true, but she hadn’t even mentioned Paula. Did she dare to be that vulnerable again after what Caroline had done? Deb had lost so much. She didn’t want to go through that again.

Now, Philippe and Rosa were another story. They were just the kind of people she needed more of in her life. Rosa saw right to the heart of her. It was as if she knew Deb yearned to complete the Chesapeake Challenge. That would really show her MS who was boss! Surely she could get back in shape. It wouldn’t be easy, but she could do it. That had been one of her goals in Austin, before the call from her mother. Maybe this was fate knocking.

Then again, she wasn’t so young anymore. A hundred and fifty miles would be her longest ride ever, and that wasn’t something you could do off the couch. Who would watch Marco while she was away for the weekend? Plus training time? Who would care for her mom? There were so many obstacles. Sure, she loved cycling, but she also knew there were just some things she couldn’t do now that she had MS. She had tried the ride before and it didn’t work out. Like Rosa’s cousin, she had missed her chance.

Or had she?


Five

Sunday night, Deb signed on to the video chat a few minutes early. Marco and Betty were already in bed, and Deb had set up in the kitchen so she could talk to Paula without disturbing the house. She grabbed her glass of water, put on her computer glasses, stuffed earbuds into her ears, and fixed her hair. Ding. Paula arrived.

“Hi, honey!” Deb smiled broadly at seeing her daughter on the screen. Paula grinned back. She was wearing a workout shirt and had her hair pulled up in a ponytail. Deb guessed she would have been playing a pickup game of basketball with her friends not long before the call. Today Deb could see she was calling from the common area outside her dorm room, other students visible in the background. Paula was a tall, healthy girl who took her studies and her friendships seriously. Deb was proud of the young woman she had grown into.

They caught up on Paula’s week of social work classes, and Deb reported back about Marco and Betty. Then Deb asked about the new study group Paula had joined.

Paula’s face brightened. “It was really good! The other kids are super smart.”

“You’re smart too, sweetie.” Deb didn’t like it when Paula downplayed her talents.

“I know, Mom. That’s not what I mean.” Paula huffed gently. “I’m just saying I can learn a lot from them.”

“Oh, okay, honey.” Deb regretted her words. She didn’t always say the right things, and she worried it hurt her relationship with her kids. With Paula especially. It was times like these when she missed Luis the most. He rarely suffered from foot-in-mouth disease.

“Sorry I had to miss our call, by the way. Does this time work for you?”

“Yes, this works. You won’t get to talk to Marco, but you two can arrange a different time for the rest of the semester.”

“Uh, yeah, I don’t know when, but that’s a good idea. I don’t want to abandon him.”

“Maybe you could write him a letter. He loves to open the mail. You two could be pen pals.”

“Yeah. Pen pals. I’ll do that.”

Deb turned the conversation to dinner at Caroline’s. She hadn’t stopped thinking about the Chesapeake Challenge. “I really like Rosa. She’s a dynamo. Her husband is doing the MS-150, and she said I should think about doing it too.” Deb held her breath while she awaited her daughter’s response.

“Really? Isn’t that a bit strenuous?” Paula’s face crumpled with concern.

Deb’s chest tightened as she sensed Paula’s disapproval. It was not the reaction she had been hoping for. “Yes, but people do it. I used to be a pretty good cyclist myself back in the day. Anyway, I didn’t say I was going to do it. I know that with MS I don’t always get to do what I want.”

“Sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to rain on your parade.”

Deb exhaled. “It’s okay, Paula. I know you’re just looking out for me. I’m thankful every day for you.”

Paula leaned back, and Deb noticed a young woman in the background talking to two young men. They were laughing and shoving each other. The attempts of the two men to outperform each other were almost painful to witness. She dragged her eyes back to Paula and smiled.

Paula said, “How’s everything in Silver Spring? Is it pretty in the springtime?”

Paula’s voice had turned wistful, putting Deb on edge. Now that Deb lived back in her hometown, she wondered how much longer she could put off a visit from Paula. She loved her daughter, but she had good reason for keeping her two worlds separate.

“I’ll send you pictures, how’s that?” Deb’s voice was harsher than she intended. Paula’s face turned red, and Deb’s heart splintered. Message received. She felt the knot in her stomach release. “I’m sorry. Yes, it’s very nice here,” she said. “How’s Chicago? Has it stopped snowing?”

Paula nodded. “Mostly. I’ve heard there can be lake-effect snow as late as April, but I’m hoping that’s just a rumor. I’m ready for the sun to return.”

“Hang in there, sweetie. The sun always returns.”

As they wrapped up their call, Deb took in her daughter. Nineteen. The
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